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T8 ORIGIN 



in ill countries where the drama had an early 
i ni. ii owed its origin to ritual acts or reli- 

i ceremonies, as was the case in Greece, 

mla and Japan. The same process took 

i<l.i< «> in the Flemish country (i.e. the Dutch- 

i mgunge area of Belgium), where the theatre 

iiwn'i Its roots to religion. 

In in h and varied rites of Christianity, which 

M. Ir/itod deeply in the low-lying regions of 

in Idt and the Meuse, provided the sub- 

m, hi. T for visual presentations of dogmas 

ml i i|Hu:ially of facts and tales culled from 

in i h. m faith. As the bulk of the popula- 

n wim still illiterate, it was more susceptible 

plotures than words, and the first drama- 

woro performed in church.The pictorial 

lui was predominant, and continued to in- 

llioatrical life for centuries. 

I the oldest documents known to us, 

I oncordia Regularis», drawn up by the 

1 1 mI Winchester in the second half of the 

i ilmy, Flanders was rightly described as 
• Kiln ol liturgical drama, 
i Hi- loxts of this embryonic theatre have 

i mi even from the time when per- 

iMKjnn to take place in the public 

i ,tniid of in the church itself. But for 

■ ■• -i options, the first and only sour- 
m| Mitwonce are the old 14th and 15th 

ni inn ipal records, in which any mon- 

iil lot Ihese performances was care- 
i, 1 1 



In addition to the holy Christmas and Easter 
plays, there were countless performances dev- 
oted to the Virgin Mary. However, the only 
ones known to us are «De Zeven Brusselse 
Bliscappen» (The seven joys of Brussels), of 
which only two texts have survived : «De 
Eerste Bliscap» (The first joy) and «De Zeven- 
de Bliscap» (The seventh joy). A great many 
miracle plays and lives of saints also began to 
appear. The performances were held at street 
corners or in the course of religious process- 
ions. Most of the time they were inspired by 
local cults or legends. 

Only some of the «miracle plays», which were 
also called «mysteries» have come down to 
us. One of them has remained part of the popul- 
ar repertoire from the 15th century until the 
present day : it is «Mariken van Nieumeghen» 
(Mary of Nijmegen). Both by the content (the 
play shows the victory of the worship of Mary 
over the devil) and by the lively pace of the 
plot, this miracle play was a forerunner of the 
Renaissance, thanks to the vivid portraiture 
of the characters, who stand out as flesh and 
blood creatures. The work, which could well 
pass for an early Faustian drama, has surviv- 
ed every change in theatrical fashion and is 
still being performed. The first printing of 
« Mar i ken van Nieumeghen» dates from 1518, 
but despite much research, the name of the 
author is still unknown. 

«Elckerlyc» (Everyman), which has been the 
subject of much discussion, is of more univer- 
sal interest, even though it is more primitive in 
form. Hugo von Hofmannstahl's German adapt- 
ation of this play, called «Jederman», is still 
performed every year at Salzburg. In 1910, an 
American University professor, Francis Wood, 
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put an end to the debate as to whether «Elc- 
kerlyc* was of Flemish or English origin. After 
a learned comparison of the two texts, Profess- 
or Wood proved that «Everyman» is in fact a 
fairly poor translation of the original Flemish 
««dckerlyc», which is believed to be the work 
of Petrus Dorlandus. 

«Elckerfyc» is a morality play, a form that was 
also known as «battement» or «esbattement». 
These were secular plays of a didactic char- 
acter, which used allegory to express specif- 
ic ideas. In them abstract concepts such as 
death, love, virtue, etc., were depicted as ac- 
tual characters. 

In the play, God calls on «Elckerlyc», man to 
account for himself. He has given thought on- 
ly to earthly nourishments and is surrounded 
by friends and flatterers, but when death turns 
up he is abandoned by all, with the sole excep- 
tions of virtue and knowledge. 
The problems of death and the hereafter were 
and still are constant factors in the Flemish 
drama. 



THE «ABELE SPELEW» OR 

«f^OBLE PLAYS» 



The first example of secular theatre trannoi 
mg the framework of religious drama wm> 
ly discovered much later, at the beginuli. 
the 19th century, by Hoffman von Fallemln 
m a manuscript called the «Hulthemso ih 
schnft» (Hulthem manuscript). Charloti 
Hulthem was a Ghent magistrate. The m, 
script consisted of poetry, prose and <!., 
The four plays discovered in this way wl 
immediately aroused considerable inlm 
were given the name «abele spelen» or «n< 
plays». it is supposed that the word «abl 
used in the manuscript was intended to in 
noble or distinguished. These «abele spnl 
are a unique phenomenon in European n 
aeval literature. They are closely related 
the knightly epics and date from the first 
of the 15th century. The author's name ll 
known. 

Except for «Vanden Winter ende Vanden 

mer» (Of Winter and Summer) which is a p< 

ic but also instructive allegory, the other pi 

«Lanseloet» (Lancelot), «Esmoreit» and «C 

riant* are romantic dramas in which the u 

ject is handled in a psychological and sor 

what melodramatic manner. This again is c 

of the constant factors in Flemish dramr 

literature. Honour and the sating of pass! 

love and happiness threatened by the so< 

gulf which separates the lovers, these are 1 

subjects of «LanseJoet» which is without 

doubt the best constructed and most frequen 

performed of these works. The struggle for 
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ii M l« -pendent life which has to be waged 

m:. I the adversities of fate is in itself a 

111 mo of unquestionable dramatic force. 

in addition to the «abele spelen», many popul- 

'i farces or «cluyten» have been preserved, 

1 these faithfully reproduce the atmosphere 

nil mentality of the time. They are short, some- 

hnl archaic sketches but full of colour and 

merit, and they are still acceptable to 

i n 'inni-day audiences. But they are a naive, 

mi genre, rather than humorous. The best 

known of these short plays are «De Busken- 

W" (The blower's farce) and «Drie Daghe 

(A lord for three days). 

inn 11 i'. lacking for any further description of 

in. my works which constitute the ancient 

1 ny nl the Flemish theatre. But as we have 

mi Iho old Flemish drama has produced 

■ . homely important plays which, fur- 

h.-ive successfully withstood the test 

i inn" Even today, they are the pride of the 

Ii liiiHjunge drama: in none of the neigh- 

Kl - oiintries of Europe is there any equi- 
ni "I iho «abele spelen». 



THE RHETORICIANS 



From a sociological point of view, the ensuing 
period was of the utmost importance for the 
Dutch-language area of Belgium. For centuries 
the country had known nothing but war and 
foreign occupation. From a general theatrical 
point of view the period was less interesting, 
but the new movement in the Dutch-language 
area consisted of the Rhetoricians, of whom 
the many amateur theatrical companies to be 
found in Flanders nowadays are the direct 
descendants. 

In some municipal records of the second half 
of the 15th century, the earlier description of 
«Theatrical companions" has been replaced by 
«Rhetorical companions". It can therefore be 
assumed that this roughly was the period when 
the Rhetorical Chambers were first formed. 
The example for them came from Provence, 
where companies had been formed to promote 
poetry, but they were also inspired by the 
«puys d'amour» in the north of France. 
The Rhetoricians' aims were similar, but their 
main concern was with dramatic art. They were 
often asked to enliven popular celebrations 
by means of picturesque pageants. 
They were used in an almost official manner 
and, in addition, the Rhetoricians received 
from the muncipal authorities a «charter» list- 
ing their rights, and duties. The «Geselschap 
van den Fonteine» (The Fountain company), of 
Ghent, was one of the earliest of these compan- 
ies and subsequently became the principal 
Chamber of Flemish Rhetoricians. 
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Performance of «Gloriant» 
by the students of the 
••Herman Teirlinck Studio*. 
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neken Leckertant» (Greedy Annie) and, of cour- 
se, «Nu Noch» (Much more), which is still being 
performed regularly. 

The «chariot plays» also date from this period. 
Naive morality plays were performed on carts 
which either circulated in processions or were 
incorporated in an «Ommegang» or pageant. 
These «chariot plays» established close and 
immediate contact with whatever audience hap- 
pened to be on the spot. 
Whereas these carts and the performances 
given in them were extremely rudimentary, the 
sets which were built in the open air for the 
more important plays, were often extremely 
spacious and richly decorated. 



A PERIOD OF DECLINE 



in 1609, after the wars of religion, when the 
northern Low Countries achieved independen- 
ce through the Twelve-year Truce concluded 
with Spain, the southern Low Countries (i.e. the 
present territory of Belgium) came under the 
authority of Archduke Albert and Archduchess 
Isabella, the son-in-law and daughter of Philip 
II, King of Spain. While the north turned Calvin- 
ist, the south remained Catholic, with the sole 
exception of a small minority of supporters of 
the Reformation. These often emanated from 
the Chambers of Rhetoric, with the result that 
further performances by these companies were 
prohibited. This caused large numbers of 



intellectuals, including many playwrights, to 
leave the southern Low Countries and to settle 
in the north. It was in this way that the south 
lost the great writer Vondel, who was of 
Flemish origin. 
At a time when new trends were emerging 
everywhere and new dramatic forms were tak- 
ing shape, the Dutch-language area of Bel- 
gium was silenced. This lethargy was no acci- 
dent, and continued for over three centuries. 
This small country, which had in the past been 
the cradle of a promising culture, was stifled 
by the wars of religion, and the sequels of this 
asphyxia continued to be felt until the 20th 
century. 

When the modern drama began to take shape 
in the west, therefore, Flanders was still reduc- 
ed to silence. The eminence it had formerly 
enjoyed was a thing of the past. As already 
explained, this state of affairs was due to the 
emigration of intellectuals to the northern Low 
Countries, to the authorities' distrust of the 
Chambers of Rhetoric, and also to the fact 
that owing to an almost permanent state off 
war the country had been untouched by the 
evolution of the theatre in Europe. 
Since the Middle Ages, the theatre had been 
an art to be enjoyed by the whole of the com- 
munity. In the 18th century however, the posi- 
tion changed completely. The upper classes 
began to give favour to theatres built in th< 
Italian manner, while the common people con- 
tinued to prefer the far less sophisticated open- 
air plays which were performed at fairs and 
kermises. This not only enhanced the division 
of society into different classes, but also in-j 
fluenced dramatic literature, which ceased to 
have any direct bearing on the masses. Pride 
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them Low Countries and at the same time 
brought a respite to those Chambers of Rhetor- 
ic which stilf existed. King William I of the Neth- 
erlands granted them his special protection. 
The custom of allowing certain theatrical com- 
panies to describe themselves as «roya!» first 
appeared at this time and was afterwards con- 
tinued by the Belgian Sovereigns. Until the eve 
of the Revolution of 1830, which again separat- 
ed the two countries, the King of the Nether- 
lands supported and protected all Dutch-lan- 
guage artistic ventures. Although this did not 
lead immediately to the creation of an original 
repertoire, this policy did mark the beginnings 
of a trend that was to prove extremely favour- 
able to the drama in Flanders. 



INDEPENDENT BELGIUM 



After Belgian independence in 1830, the Dutch 
language troupes in Belgium encountered nev 
obstacles, for they were accused of having 
served the Calvinistic Netherlands. The upper 
classes of newly independent Belgium were no- 
only French-speaking but were wholly French 
oriented, and ignored the very existence o1 
Dutch. 

As soon as the revolution was over, young \r 
tellectuals who had been wholly educated 
Dutch under the previous regime — somt 
thing that was no longer possible in the nevJ 
Belgian state — set to work. And soon the! 
theatrical companies were reverting to secular! 
tradition. 

Ghent set off first, as early as 1833. 
was to be the birthplace of a writer 
the framework of the Belgian State, was destin- 
ed to breathe new life into the Flemish drama 
and to lay the foundations for its subsequent 
development. He was a doctor, Hippoliet Van 
Peene (1811-1864), whose wife, an actress oj 
considerable merit, was well known in Gent 
theatrical circles. Hippoliet Van Peene provided 
her with custom-made parts in some sixty dif- 
ferent plays. 

In October 1853, Antwerp too acquired its own 
troupe, thanks to the efforts of a talented actor, 
Viktor Driessens. But is was not until 1874 that 
the city had its own Dutch-language theatre. 
As this building has now been demolished, the 
Antwerp troupe has for thirty years been per- 
forming at the Theatre Royal, the former French 
Opera house. 
In 1887 an official Flemish theatre was inaugu- 



ng to secular 

833. This cityl 
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THE PIONEER : OSCAR DE GRUYTER 



in Ghent in 1908, the theatrical enthusiast and 
idealist Oscar De Gruyter founded the «Vlaam~ 
se Vereniging voor Toneel- en Voordracht- 
kunst» (Flemish Assosiation for Dramatic Art 
and Elocution). The first title in its repertoire 
was «Starkadd», the only masterpiece written 
by Alfred Hegenscheidt. This play reflected the 
views of De Gruyter himself, who wanted lan- 
guage to be fine and beautiful. «Starkadd» res- 
ponded entirely to this ideal. The play was later 
revived repeatedly, in different circumstances. 
In the last year of the 1914-1918 war, De Gruy- 
ter succeeded in forming a theatrical company 
to entertain Flemish troops on the Yser front. 
This group was called «Het Fronttoneel» (The 
theatre at the front) and this is the name un- 
der which it has gone down in history. Its offi- 
cial title however was «Vlaamse Afdeling van 
de Schouwburg der Koningin» (Flemish Section 
of the Queen's Theatre). This was a remark- 
able venture as in the Belgian army at that 
time, Dutch was not in use as an official lan- 
guage. 

Oscar De Gruyter never included superficial or 
purely entertaining works in his repertoire. On 
the contrary, one of the plays he put on was 
«Warenar», a classical comedy by Hooft, a 
playwright from the northern Netherlands. 
The great offensive prior to the Armistice put 
a temporary stop to the work of the «Frontto- 
neel», but it suvived after the end of the war. 
It went on tour in Flanders with a repertoire 
including «Starkadd» and other plays, until 
De Gruyter was demobilized. Then the «Front- 



toneel» obtained permission to perform for th« 
Belgian soldiers stationed in occupied Germar 
territory. 

The relatively ephemeral existence of the 
«Fronttoneel» nevertheless formed the embryc 
of the rebirth which ultimately enabled th? 
Dutch-language theatre in Belgium, and literat-l 
ure too, to embark on a promising new phase.) 
A year after leaving the army Oscar De Gruytei 
founded «Het Vlaamse Volkstoneel» (The Fle-T 
mish Popular Theatre). The company includec 
Staf Bruggen, a former prisoner of war anc 
graduate of the School of Dramatic Art, who, 
later became the idol of Flemish audiencesf 
The aim of the «Vlaamse Volkstoneel» was tc 
assemble a company that would be more de- 
manding and ambitious than the existing offi- 
cial theatres. 

De Gruyter was so keen that he resigned fror 
the professorship he held in Ghent. Above al 
he wanted to raise the Flemish theatre to thd 
European level. In addition to the works oi 
Sophocles, Goethe and Shaw, his repertoire 
also included original plays. The «Volkstoneel> 
which also performed in Holland, succeeded i-J 
attracting mass audiences as well as inteflec-l 
tuals. 

This lasted until 1922. At that time, Oscar D* 
Gruyter was appointed Director of the «Kortink-| 
lijke Nederlandse Schouwburg» (Royal Dutch] 
language theatre) or K.N.S., in Antwerp. H^ 
remained in this post until his early death, ii 
Nice in 1929. Thanks to his efforts, this compsJ 
ny became the most important in the countr.j 
comparable to the best European companies] 
Oscar De Gruyter altered the repertoire, renof 
vated the actors' style, and attached prim- 
importance to language. Long after De Gru>- 
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ter's death, the «Koninklijke Nederlandse 
Schouwburg» was still benefiting from his 
teachings and achievements. De Gruyter's 
dream, one that was also cherished by Herman 
Teirlinck, — the creation of a National Theatre 
— did not materialize until 1946. 



IT VLAAMSE VOLKSTONEEL 



«Het Vlaamse Volkstoneel» (Flemish Popular 
Theatre) was not doomed, but it was destined 
to change course and thus to render even 
greater services to the cause of a revival in the 
Flemish theatre, which henceforth attained 
European stature. What did this new spirit con- 
sist of ? Oscar De Gruyter's successor, the 
Dutch director John de Meester junior, gave 
the «Vlaamse Volkstoneel» a Catholic empha- 
sis. In his view, the drama was not meant to 
serve literature but should, on the contrary, 
break away from literature through the medium 
of the avant-garde theatre. To this end, he 
adapted the theories of Tairoff and Meyerhold 
to his own views. 

In 1S24, the reorganized «Vlaamse Volkstoneel» 
reopened with the miracle play «Mariken van 
Nieumeghen» (Mary of Nijmegen). 
The company performed large numbers of 
plays from Dutch literature, including some 
from mediaeval times and from the era of the 
Chambers of Rhetoric. But it also performed 
plays by Flemish authors and modern plays 
culled from the international repertoire. It sur- 



prised its audiences with an entirely nz 
approach to acting, which replaced the 
emphasis on words as such by total concentr 
tion on rhythm. Producers borrowed tech: 
ques from constructivism and from the circi 
They wanted at all costs to astound the pub! 
which sometimes protested — though not fr 
quently — against the profanation of all trac 
tions. Many spectators were converted to 
ideas of Johan de Meester. Thanks to : 
press, the new forms he created aroused inte 
est in different European countries and ev= 
in America. The «Vlaamse Vo!kstoneel» wt 
on tour, visiting Holland and Germany ; it evs 
succeeded in rousing the sophisticated Pa- 
critics and audiences when it gave its first ps 
formances in the French capital in 1927. At 
invitation of Lugne-Poe it performed Vondt 
«Lucifer» at the Corned ie des Champs-Elyse-: 
Less than a month later, Firmin Gemier invit; 
the company to perform «Lucifer» again in P= 
is, as part of the International Theatre Fej 
val. Gemier was extremely complimentary . 
his presentation of the performance. But «U: 
fer» was not the only play which the «Vlaarr> 
VolkstoneeU performed in Paris : it also she* 
ed «Tiji» t a somewhat sarcastic and bins 
paraphrase of the Uylenspiegel legend. T u r 
was a play that had been written specially *-j 
the «Viaamse VolkstoneeU by Anton Van ; 
Velde, a baroque stylist, who had devised 
for the benefit of Johan de Meester. 
Two years later, the company was invited 
perform before the Royal Family and the Cc_- 
at Laeken, where French was the domiriE- 
Janguage at that time. This was a very unus's 
event for a Dutch-language company. At L=~ 
ken in July 1929 the «V!aamse VolkstoneJ". 
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= ROMOTOR : HERMAN TEIRLINCK 



■r ss happened between the wars — a 
:hat was so stimulating for the theatre ? 

feme that has already been mentioned, 

with Oscar De Gruyter, is that of the 

=nd essayist Herman Teirlinck (1879- 

zsreers had been similar in many res- 

But Herman Teirlinck had had the good 

= to attract attention with several of his 

• entures ; this good fortune did not co- 
Oscar De Gruyter, who moreover died 

:: . :jng. Both men had fought for the 

s-T.ent and refinement of the Dutch lan- 

; - 1 : r /. ithout however ignoring the valid con- 

. - which the popular dialects represent- 

■c to me theatre, it was the ideal of both men 

i : • e.e the establishment of a Dutch-lan- 

'--;- '.=tional Theatre, together with a train- 

: : - :: : for actors. 

i Herman Teirlinck, in his capacity as 

>ent adviser, was able to watch over 

Cementation of the idea that was so 

:c his heart. The role of National Theatre 

: :tted to the Antwerp company set up 

Iszsr De Gruyter. But despite the best of 

zr~. :~s. the sole result lay in the allocation 

lager state subsidies. And the scheme prov- 

: m productive that in 1967 the Antwerp 

• ike Nederlandse Schouwburg» lost 
- - E^stus of a National Theatre and, to the pre- 

: = .. no further progress has been made 
_ smenting the 1946 decision to create a 
~~- =-guage National Theatre in Belgium. 
■mi Teirlinck's ideas about actors' training 
disappointing results. A «Studio» was 



set up at the same time as the National Theatre 
to give promising young artists three years of 
daily tuition in the various theatrical disciplin- 
es. After passing their final test, the pupils 
of this «Studio» may be recruited as profes- 
sional actors and actresses by various compa- 
nies. 

Herman Teirlinck was a man of many parts. 
Although he was so active in the theatre, it is 
perhaps his work as a novelist which will prove 
the most enduring. Even so he wrote, as early 
as 1922, an astoundingly advanced play called 
«De Vertraagde Film» (Slow-motion film). With 
this play he wanted to put an end, once and 
for all, to the realism and naturalism that had 
imprisoned Flemish dramatic writing. He des- 
cribed «De Vertraagde Film» as a «danced, 
sung and spoken drama» and it reflected the 
expressionistic spirit which was then building 
up. Nevertheless Teirlinck's play was still bas- 
ed on melodrama : the story of two lovers 
who are goaded to suicide by a sequence of 
trite events. In the brief interval between life 
and death, the film of their life unfolds in slow 
motion. 

Surprise and admiration were caused by the 
shape of the play, more than the content. Hen- 
ceforth Teirlinck was destined to dominate 
theatrical life in Flanders for over forty years. 
In the meantime he was appointed adviser to 
the King and wrote several works in the same 
vein as «De Vertraagde Film», including an 
adaptation entitled «lk dien» (I serve) of the 
«Beatrijs» legend, an ancient «Marial play», as 
well as «De Man zonder lijf» (The man without 
a body) in which he already used the abstract 
approach to symbolize man's quest for hap- 
piness. 
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He was keenly interested in the evolution of the 
theatre throughout the world, and compared 
his own views of the drama with those of Gor- 
don Craig and Stanislavsky. He interpreted 
their message in the light of his own personal 
inspiration, both in his essays and in the cour- 
ses he continued to give until shortly before 
his death, at an advanced age, at the «Studio» 
of the «Nationaal Toneel», now called the «Her- 
man Teirlinck Studio». 

Teirlinck's optics changed repeatedly, both in 
his theories and in his work. Starting out as a 
visionary theoretician, faithful to Gordon 
Craig's acting theories, he later evolved into 
an ardent exponent of the expressionistic 
forms of a communal art, and towards the end 
of his life showed a marked preference for 
theatre on the monumental scale. 
His first period ended in 1937 with the play 
«De Eksier op de Ga!g» (The magpie on the 
gallows). This again was a melodrama in which 
the hero, an old man. relives the collapse of a 
dream. Herman Teirlinck prepared several 
plays for special occasions as well as open-air 
performances ; later he embarked on a synthe- 
sis of the classical Greek tragedies. He collect- 
ed a number of concise texts from which he 
had eliminated every sign of lyricism, keeping 
throughout to the bare facts. His last volume, 
entitled «Versmoorde Goden» (The murdered 
gods) which dates from 1961, contains three 
monumental works : «Taco» an original historic- 
al drama, «Jocaste tegen God» (Jocasta 
against God) an unusual interpretation of the 
tragedy of Oedipus, and «De Fluiikete!» (The 
whistling kettle), a drama based on the present- 
day mentality of young people. 
Herman Teirlinck, the prince of Dutch Litera- 



ture, was despite his changeable, comply 
personality, a writer who rendered invaluab 
services to the cause of Dutch literature 
general and of the Flemish theatre in particj 
lar. 



ARflATEUR DRAMATICS 



In the meantime, amateur companies had be) 
grouped in national federations, which set a 
with some success to defend their membei 
interests. The «Nationaal Toneelverbor 
(National Theatrical Federation) was the fi 
to be established in the year 1908. Althoug 
was in principle free of any religious or polit 
influence, it was in fact of Liberal inspirati* 
After the second world war, this led to 
creation of a new national federation, 
«Nationaal Vlaams Kristelijk Toneelverbor 
(Flemish National Christian Theatrical Ft 
ation), or N.V.K.T., which consisted of Cat 
ic theatrical companies. This was follow 
later by the «Socialistische Toneelfedera: 
(Socialist Theatrical Federation), which inc! 
ed the more socially-minded companies, 
the present time, some two hundred and 1 
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ipl* ar = s belong to the «Nationaal Toneel- THE PERIOD OF FOLKLORIC REALISE 



ab 
e i 
tic- 




d* while the «Nationaal Vlaams Kriste- 

r5:verbond» includes more than six 

ed. and the «Socialistische Toneelfede- 

\ : 3ut forty. Allowing also for those which 

- afi iliated to any national federation, the 

■ .~csr of amateur companies in the Fie- 

usa can thus be estimated to amount to 

=. thousand. 

at the insistence of Herman Teirlinck, 
zsrt I restored the «Landjuwelen», 
tradition that dated back to the 16th 
The purpose of this move was to lend 
afetir theatrical companies new inspira- 
-5-ceforth it was decided to hold the 
: : n every year, and a commission was 
k> organize it. King Leopold Hi, Prince 
. rr -9 Prince Regent, and King Baudouin 
:--::nued to honour the «Landjuwelen» 
:— - patronage. However, owing to the 
bee —^ competition did not take place be- 

t 0. j>e years 1940 and 1947. Nowadays so- 

ber - ::~panies of Flemish amateur actors 

ond :-:_-: ;=:e in the «|_andjuweel» every year, and 
fir; ■ : -tests are held successively in each of 
gh = Z. : --language provinces and in the Fle- 
itic : rrzr =-ea of Brabant. 
itic 
i tr 
tr 
on: 
9de - 
tthc 
Dwe: 
ati€ 
clu: 



fi- 




Two authors in particular must be mentioned 
for the period between the two wars. They we- 
re still working after 1945, but it was unques- 
tionably before this date that they produced 
their best plays. Although on the whole they 
did not pretend to anything more than foikloric 
realism, they nevertheless enjoyed such a 
reoutation as to be incapable of omission from 
this enumeration. The first of the two writers, 
Gaston Martens (1883-1964) became interna- 
tionally known, thanks to one of his most typic- 
ally Flemish plays called «Paradijsvoge!s» 
(Birds of paradise). This illustrates two con- 
stant factors in Flemish life : the inhabitants' 
combination of naive piety with Bruegel-like 
excesses. «Paradijsvogels» was first performed 
in Flanders without achieving any particular 
success. Perhaps Martens had given his 
audience too faithful a portrait of his compa- 
triots. However, when the writer emigrated to 
the South of France during the war, the French 
translation which he had made of his play ca- 
me to the notice of the film and theatre people, 
who were captivated by it. «Paradijsvogels» 
was shown in Paris and was later made into a 
film called «Les gueux au paradis», starring 
Raimu and Fernandel. The French success of 
the play stirred up curiosity in Flanders and 
also in overseas countries, including America 
and Japan. Gaston Martens has written other 
plays which have not been as widely shown, 
even though some of them been performed in 
France. 
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Gaston Martens returned to Flanders, and it 
was only after the second world war that «Pa- 
radijsvogels» began to triumph there. It is a 
pity that his later writing was not of the same 
calibre. 

Jos Janssen (1888-1968) was a contemporary 
and compatriot of Gaston Martens, and wrote 
in the same theatrical vein. Even so his works 
are less religious and less popular in charac- 
ter. Jos Janssen, who wrote plays for an ama- 
teur company from West Flanders, also had his 
work performed by official companies, thanks 
to his play «De Wonderdoktoor» (The miracle 
healer). This is a satirical, folkloric and enter- 
taining work in which the playwright ridicules 
the credulity of certain country people and the 
charlatan practices of a village healer. Jos 
Janssen also wrote comedies which are set in 
small provincial towns, and several historical 
plays of uneven quality. Thanks to the success 
of the «Wonderdoktoor» these lesser plays 
were also performed by the main theatre 
groups. Jos Janssen however never attained 
the same international fame as Gaston Martens 
had achieved. 



EXPRESSIONISM AND ROMANTICISM 



Mention should also be made of a number 
other playwrights who were active between I 
two wars. Like the two authors described m 
ve, they also went on writing after the wa 
sometimes in a different form. Ernest Wilis 
Schmidt (1886-1937), should not be omife 
even though in practice his work is only 
formed in Antwerp, because he captivated r 
official theatrical companies with his well cci 
structed plays, based mostly on actual even 
occurring in bourgeois families. Paul de Mc 
(1895-1950), who was disabled during the 19l 
18 war, enriched the «V!aamse Volkstone^ 
with an expressionistic drama called «Nu=. 
ces», which was anti-militarist in inspiration 
After this he produced a series of historic 
dramas and one passion play. After the war - 
produced simple but well-written provinc 
comedies entirely devoid of any folkloric i 
ment, and these proved successful in the - 
pertoire of the Flemish theatre companies. WB 
!em Putman (1900-1954), a romantic novel I 
was also the author of several subtle psyc-: 
logical dramas which the theatrical compare 
were delighted to include in their reperto I 
Frans Demers (1905), formerly a colonial s=* 
ler, gave the Dutch-language theatre in B* 
gium its first «colonial» plays, and they wJ 
remarkably good. All are set in Belgium's -'d» 
mer African colony, but the emphasis is I 
more on the problem of race relationships tra 
on purely local issues. Lode Cantens (19 - 
1955) belongs to the same trend, but his romE- 
ticism is more ingenuous. He also produce 
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historical dramas, biblical plays and other 
plays with fast dialogue. 

During the four years of the war, when Bel- 
gium was occupied territory, theatrical life 
continued. There were fewer amateur drama- 
tics during this period, because the «Landju- 
we)en» had been abolished, but the three offi- 
cial theatres in Antwerp, Brussels and Ghent 
kept up their performances throughout. A num- 
ber of younger writers set to work, and these 
four years, which might have been lost for the 
theatre, witnessed the creation of several 
original works in the Dutch language. The Ger- 
man occupation authorities organized a num- 
ber of performances in their own language, 
while certain professional companies enjoyed 
the cooperation of well-known German produ- 
cers. 

In 1945, after the liberation and the ensuing 
repression of collaborators, most of these com- 
panies emerged blameless and it is fair to con- 
clude that theatrical life was by no means at 
a standstill during the war. 



THE DEVELOPMENT 

OF OFFICIAL COMPANIES 



New directors took over. The Ghent TheatJ 
one of the three official Dutch-language col 
panies, disappeared, and thus the city lost J 
own troupe. However, as already mentiore^ 
the «Nationaal Toneel» was formed in 1946 ■ 
the benefit of the Antwerp «Koninklijke Necs - 
landse Schouwburg» which was at that t:-4> 
regarded as the best in the country. Moreose* 
for political reasons the mission of «Natio-^ 
Theatre» was also conferred upon a yoi4 
amateur company, which was somew^ 
lacking in experience but rich in zeal, a* 1 
which had been touring the Flemish area ** 
several years. It became this company's fu J 
tion to bring quality performances to the rerrd 
est provincial areas, where the official coil 
panies would be unable to find sufficie^ 
well-equipped stages. 

This young company, the «Reizend Volks:J 
ter» or R.V.T. (Travelling Popular Theatre) :- 
formed its task with more zeal than talent. M 
the interest which it showed in original Du:: 
language works and the encouragement wh S 
it extended to budding young playwrights, ca 
stituted an example for its more senior :d 
leagues, the Flemish theatres of Antwerp e^ 
Brussels. In 1967, the «Koninklijke Nederla' 
se Schouwburg» lost its function of «Natio- 
Theatre» and since then the «Reizend Vc 
teater» has enjoyed extensive support from 
provincial authorities of Antwerp, where 
established. In the years to come the «Reiz= 
Volksteater» will therefore be able to pui 
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which were not covered by any subsidies. But 
the aim of the venture was to familiarize young 
people with the theatre, and thus to prepare 
future generations of regular and enlightened 
theatre-goers. 

This paedagogic aim was maintained when, 
after the liberation, the «Jeugdteater» was turn- 
ed into an official theatre subsidized chiefly 
by the Antwerp city authorities but by other 
official bodies too. 

Corry Lievens was put in charge, and she work- 
ed tirelessly for more than twenty years, devot- 
ing her incomparable paedagogic and artistic 
talents to the venture. In 1956 she visited the 
U.S.A., to give talks about this minor but unu- 
sual aspect of theatrical life. 
The performances of the «Jeugdteater» are not 
by child actors but by professionals who pre- 
sent plays written specially for young audien- 
ces. It was here that many budding Flemish 
playwrights first had their works performed in 
public. The company presents three or four 
shows per week, and each play runs for about 
two weeks. 

As to the length of the youth theatre season, 
this is the same as that of official theatres. 
Members of the «Jeugdteater» enjoy virtually 
the same terms and conditions of employment 
as those of other professional companies. 
The Antwerp «Jeugdteater», which has differ- 
ent sets for each of the plays it performs, na- 
turally has a cyclical repertoire since its 
audience turn-over is so fast. Its performances 
met a need that had not yet been filled else- 
where. 



NEW THEATRES 



It was not until 1950, when the first of 
«Studio» pupils embarked on their care* 
that the process of rejuvenation, renewal 
development began to come to fruition in I 
Dutch language theatre in Belgium. The f\\ 
crops of drama students were not all recruits, 
by official theatres, and those who succeeds, 
in obtaining a contract often came up agar, 
mentalities and attitudes which their you- 
outlook found it difficult to accept. 
The repertoire struck them as antiquated a^ 
as being out of touch with, if not enti-e- 
divorced from, recent theatrical trends. Exp^. 
imental plays were at that time being p^ 
formed throughout Western Europe, and :*, 
young generation of actors and producers \ _ 
eager to introduce a new repertoire, wr . 
stood little chance of proving acceptable , 
the traditional theatres. In particular, they q_=^ 
tioned established acting methods which 
counter to their own youthful dynamism aa 
progressive ideas. 

Thus began a process which had until :-^ 
seemed wholly Utopian, especially in the Dl^ 
language area of Belgium. Armed only «J 
their own restricted means and burning ^ 
they set out to provide that which the Flen* 
theatre lacked. Small theatres began to spd 
up in attics, private rooms or cellars, wt» 
ever there was a small space in which n 
could vent their love for the stage. Cour.:-= 
new companies were formed, without 
financial help and without proper equipr-r 
They performed in small halls, which maJ 
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Ereommodate audiences of only a hun- 
eeople, or even less. At the beginning, 
were nil ; but Flanders was discover- 
new theatrical universe which had until 
=een concealed by the silent conspiracy 
h official companies. In the early days, 
=c:ors earned nothing at all. The smaller 
-S3 consisted of no more than a few 
: anal actors, whose efforts were com- 
brted whenever necessary by gifted mem- 
e of the local amateur groups, which began 
sss their ranks sadly depleted. The new 
acps were called «semi-professiona! trou- 
: ving chiefly to their heterogeneous 
- r - : r"=hip. 

-•-= of company soon came to be known 
: -cers as «chamber theatre* despite the 
bat mostly they performed in attics or eel- 
was thanks to them that sympathetic 
bers came to know Eugene lonesco, Sam- 
= = skett, Arthur Adamov as well as other, 
- : utionary writers. Although audiences 
not won over immediately to this new, 
=- — : absurd type of play, which they often 
Ikarc incomprehensible at first hearing, they 
■e keenly interested in the young generation 
.-••. rights and in their bold ventures. 
Us way Dutch-speaking Belgians were en- 
haring to establish contact with the trends 
were emerging abroad, and this they 
=■: by importing the works of playwrights 
-ere making a name for themselves 
- - countries. 



GHENT : THE FIRST STEP 
IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION 



Oddly enough, although Ghent was at that time 
without a professional company of its own (but 
received frequent visits from the Antwerp «Na- 
tionaal Toneel») it was in the year 1950 the 
first city to have an enterprising young com- 
pany, called «Arca Kelderteater» (the Area 
Basement theatre). This company was the 
offshoot of an active and stimulating local 
drama school. For many years it had the most 
advanced repertoire imaginable, and although 
since 1965 Ghent has again had its own 
professional company, the «Arca-Kelderteater» 
still survives. It was this company in fact which, 
in 1965, provided the official theatre with its 
irst director and most of its best actors. 
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«Thyestes», a play by Hugo Claua 
first performed by «Toneel Vancia 



. 




IN BRUSSELS 



i =^:sr Ghent, Brussels too acquired its 
re' theatre», under the impetus of a 
I ""-Ed young people, most of them 
*?- Unfortunately this company only last- 
few years. Much later, in 1965, another 
: chamber theatre* was formed by a 
3lic producer who also taught dra- 
. The company adopted its own per- 
se— ewhat literary style, and performed 
r=-;-garde plays. 

5 with the support of the Ministry of 

=- = -ether Dutch-language theatre open- 

— * capital city, despite the fact that 

: :ne language most widely spoken 

"~e 3eursschouwburg» was intended 

Ib be used solely as the venue for the 

r =Tiish theatrical companies visiting 

and mostly these companies paid a 

zr.e expenses. At present, however, it 

=.:;ear that the «Beursschouwburg» is 

-= *: form its own troupe, specializing in 



ding», or R.I.T.C.S. (Higher National Institute 
■for Theatrical Art and Culture). 
This is a higher educational establishment de- 
signed to train young people for a whole range 
of activities connected with the theatre or 
kindred disciplines. 

It was «Toneel Vandaag» which initiated the 
organization in Brussels of «Middagen van To- 
neel» (Lunchtime theatre). These «Middagen 
van ToneeU were aimed chief iy at bringing the 
latest theatrical trends to the notice of office 
workers and civil servants during their lun- 
cheon interval. 



:-: = -/ called «Tonee! Vandaag» (The 
::£, i no longer exists, but should 
' e 555 be mentioned here. It was an 
-rmpany from Brussels, and its act- 
1 r - sen exponents of everything that 
and bold in the theatre. They were 
E3:'y interested in the often excentric 
- e-:s that the young Dutch playwrights 
■■ducting at the time. Rudi van Vlaen- 
:~e founder and director of «Toneel 
aus s now the director of the «Rijks- 

idaag*. * nsrtuut voor Toneel en Cultuursprei- 
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--3 other companies already mentioned, 

,so go on tour, and the «Fakkelteater=> 

re only company which was bold enough 

«The Vicar» by Hochhuth, in the 
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, .... -~ :" area. 

so ,v:u ^ e _=boratorium voor Viaams Toneel» (Ex- 
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Bsnental centre for the Flemish theatre), 

— ~- Antwerp venture, did not prove long- 

or W =-d only survived for two years, it aimed 



uce only original works by Dutch-lan- 

! = aywrights, preferably novices. Its ear- 

55 was due in part to insufficient out- 



-:~rnal organization. 
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Ghent Brussels and Antwerp, modest 

aonal companies began to emerge in 

i provincial cities too: at Court rai, the 

r~- --::gone» (Antigone Theatre) founded 

: 2 r. cent rates in particular on theatre in 

\j--z : in Bruges, the «Korrekelderteater» 

^cer theatre) is at present working in 

i-eration with the «Arca-Kelderteater» 

- Malines, the «Mecheis Miniatuur- 

lines Miniature Theatre) which also 

>. sprang from a school of drama- 

-_- = --;3 to the initiative of a talented 

-:- and producer, Luc Philips, who 

--= : ; tha courses in the local school. 

ms all. Other provincial cities too were 

- -s proliferation of ^chamber thea- 



tres" but the small companies formed there 
were mostly short-lived, either because the 
promotors were lacking in perseverance and 
drive, or because they could not command 
sufficient material support to survive. 



VERENIGSNG VAM VLAAMSE 
TONEELAUTEURS 



One event was particularly decisive in the re- 
novation process of the Flemish theatre. In 
1956 there was a complete change in the assoc- 
iation which Nestor de Tiere had set up at 
the beginning of the century and which was 
called «Bond van Vlaamse Toneelschnjvers» 
(Union of Flemish Playwrights). Under its new 
name of «Vereniging van Vlaamse Tonesl- 
auteurs» (Association of Flemish Playwrights), 
the association set itself a number of new 
taraets which can be summed up as follows : 
preserving friendship and solidarity betweenits 
members, developing and promoting their artist- 
ic moral and material interests, encouraging 
original drama in the Dutch language and, 
lastly, enhancing the influence of this language. 
Members were invited to submit their works to 
a selection and advisory committee which was 
formed within the Association. This commis- 
sion consisted of authoritative critics who had 
no ties with the Association itself, and were 
empowered to issue a binding favourable 
opinion. Such a decision then led the Associa- 
tion to ensure that the play which the Com- 




mission had approved, was put into production 
by a professional company. «Tee drinken» 
(While drinking tea), by Jan Christiaens, was 
one such work. Others soon followed. This 
system was later taken over, in modified form, 
by the Ministry of Culture. At the beginning 
there were about eighty members in the Asso- 
ciation. Far more applied, but not always suc- 
cessfully. 

The Association of Flemish Playwrights also 
gave as much financial support as possible 
to the organization of play-writing competitions. 
It assisted amateur companies which showed 
an interest in original Flemish works. More re- 
cently, contact was established with Dutch 
playwrights, leading to useful talks and 
valuable collaboration. One patronage prize, 
which is awarded annually, now goes alterna- 
tely to a Flemish and a Dutch writer. 



GREAT STRIDES 



It is no exaggeration to say that after 194; 
to be more exact, after 1950, Flemish theat- 
life, under the impetus of bold and tale- 
enthusiasts who had begun their work in 















theatre between the wars, blossomed a? 
never had in the past. 

The professional theatre was changing I 
developing, but not always to the advantacr 
Flemish playwrights, whose works often A 
with the authorities' indifference. Foreig- 
were often invited to stage plays for Be': 
companies performing in Dutch, and thus 
their concepts of stagecraft to the test. * 
came not only from Holland and France, 
also from Britain, Germany and even Cze: 
Slovakia and Russia. 

By the same token, Flemish stage direr 
went to stage plays abroad, mainly in He ; 
and Germany but also in Britain and Sou:- 
rica. 

After 1955, Flemish actors gradually bega- 
leave Belgium to settle in Holland, and 1 
exodus assumed such proportions that c~ 
measures were taken to stem the flow. 
The growth of the Dutch-language thear= 
Belgium naturally had a beneficial effe~ 
Flemish dramatic writing. In this field tc: 
policy of cultural exchange with foreign caj 
tries yielded substantial results. Partes 
interest was shown in the American thsaj 
which was experimenting with new -':- 
Techniques borrowed from the cinema, - 
ink the flash-back, lent the plays new c i 
sions, and were eagerly welcomed. Neo-J 
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r 1945 



ooetry theatre and a revised type of 
~:-from-life play, without beginning or end, 
' %e a passing glance through a window, 
5 styles that had a following in Flan- 
There was a vogue for plays with a 
theatr; - . ■:-_-- or p | avs on audacious subjects. 

* a ! e ™ ^* .-Me amateur dramatics, which had such 
irk in - -: past, were suffering somewhat unfor- 

led asj L^g -epercussions from the evolution in the 
Err. The amateur companies lost many 
3ing : : actors as well as some of their audien- 
antage - because the professional companies had 

en ' expanded their repertoires. 

3reign= . i-nateur tradition however was strong 
Bei S -;" -0 enable them to weather the crisis, 

vaugh some companies broke up or 
:: They realized that the standard of 
: — ances had to be raised, that teeh- 
ipes had to be brought up to date and 
: "auctions had to meet stringent Con- 
ors The best of the amateur companies 
seeded in making the necessary changes, 
" -y recruiting foremost directors. Deleg- 
■ their associations established contact 
L - =teur companies abroad, and Flemish 
-:i :aid several visits to similar com- 
ic neighbouring countries. Occasionally 



thus p 
JSt. Th 
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jirectc 
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)egan 
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aatre 
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■■=-: even further afield than the 

'=n :~e companies, despite the fact that 

~=* were far more experienced. In the 

-irzuage area of Belgium, amateur 

:= ~ = d flourished through the centur- 

-: -ad fought honourably to preserve 

r ^- 5- cultural heritage, even at the dark- 

_ :~^":s of history. That which it succeed- 

:: "3 in the past, it will still be able to 

~ : '■:■■.. Not a village in Flanders is 

: .- " "thusiasts, who will spend endless 






time and take endless trouble to put on per- 
formances, often under the most rudimentary 
conditions. It may be that the repertoire or 
actual performances are not always of the 
highest calibre, but it has to be admitted that 
amateur dramatics fulfil an important role in 
the field of popular education. The continuity of 
Flemish awareness depends to a larger extent 
on the amateur theatre, with its tireless zeal, 
than on the professional theatre, no matter how 
great its recent progress. 



THE NEW GENERATION 
OF PLAYWRIGHTS 



Before attempting any analysis in depth of the 
work of the most important playwrights of the 
past ten years, we should mention two authors 
of particular interest, who wrote directly in the 
experimental, avant-garde spirit already refer- 
red to. They are Piet Sterckx and Jan Chris- 
tiaens. The former made his debut with and 
owed his success to the «Nederlands Kamer- 
toneel». Then he disappeared suddenly from 
theatrical life, at the very time when his talent 
had come to be generally recognized. The lat- 
ter also began his career with the «Nederiands 
Kamertoneel», but seems to have sufficient 
resources still to go on writing for the stage. 
However, the manner he has adopted now 
differs somewhat from the one that brought 
him fame. 
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Piet STERCKX, born in 1925, was a little-known 
journalist from Antwerp when his first play 
«De Verdwaalde Plant» (The stray plant) was 
performed by the «Nederlands Kamertoneel», 
shortly after the company was formed. At first, 
some regarded him as a disciple of lonesco or 
Beckett. «De Verdwaalde Plant» caused sur- 
prise by its subtly absurd dialogue and its 
confused, barely intelligible theme, vaguely 
reminiscent of Pirandello. The story of a man 
who disappears in winter, like some hibernat- 
ing plant, is more than somewhat unusual. 
Piet Sterckx never succeeded in explaining 
this work, nor for that matter could he explain 
the next one. He even claimed that the theatre 
did not interest him. Even so, he wrote play 
upon play, and the «Nederlands Kamertoneel» 
was always happy to perform them. Four of 
his works were produced and often, by their 
own admission, neither the actors nor the 
author understood what they were about. Piet 
Sterckx won the Triennial State Prize for the 
Theatre for the period 1954-1957, but the jury's 
decision was by no means unamimous. 
Piet Sterckx wrote other works, including «De 
Gelijkbenigen» (Similar sides) which is strong- 
er in every respect than its predecessors. It 
was at that moment that he disappeared sud- 
denly from theatrical life and, at present, no 
theatrical company is showing any further in- 
terest in his work. Piet Sterckx was doubtless 
the product of a dramatic concept that was 
still too young and was seeking its maturity. 
Jan CHRISTIAENS, born in 1929, was a 
slower starter than Sterckx but was doubtless 
more profound as well. He began by writing a 
one-act play for the «Eperimente!e Werkgroep 
voor Toneel» (The Experimental Theatre) long 



- '"-'I; 



before this company had found a perma 
home. Then, thanks to a decisive recommer: 
ation from the «Vereniging van Vlaamse 
neelauteurs» (Association of Flemish Pi 
wrights) the first of his full-length works «7s 
drinken» (While drinking tea), which data 
from 1958, was included in the programme 
the «Arca-Kelderteater» in Ghent. In 
drinken» the writer warns against the dange 
of state control pushed to extreme leng;-JI 
emphasizes human imperfection and thai , 
every conceivable form of political organ:*, 
tion. 

This first success seems to have spoilt _a 
Christiaens and may explain the looseness 
his subsequent work «Een Vredesduif bradtm 
(Cooking the dove of peace) which he wnfl 
in 1959 and which shows traces of haste = 
carelessness. This sketch of a minor empli 



who is the victim of his chiefs, is too absr; 
Jan Christiaens has also written another z ^ 
which has not yet been performed. Meanv.-I 
another one-acter entitled «De Beestentrz*% 
(The cattle train), which is often performer J 
Flanders, testifies to his very real gifts =£ 
dramatic writer. 
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lane-XSE BRULIN 

men: 

e T: 

Pis; 

«Te 

date. 

ne c 

«Te^ : -i Brulin, who was born in Antwerp in 1921, 
nger - ? m0s t ecletic Flemish writer of the pres- 
'gthj - Tl6 _ He was one of the first, if not the 
at c L to embark on bold new theatrical ventures. 
niz£ • T oeriments, which are concerned mainly 
■ form, may appear gratuitous at first sight, 
Ja when confronted with theatrical realities 
3s c - sver f a j| to astound the most sceptical 

ien : =- 3es w jth their great dramatic effect- 
/roti ness. Tone Brulin moved on and also wrote 
an; : -= ■, traditional works which brought him 
5ye: -: success, even though they were never 
r? -c I d of experiment and fantasy. This writer, 
)la ) - = s travelled far and wide, has had his 

' nilf ■-= performed in many European countries. 
-in- be Brulin attended almost any school of 
J ir atic art in which he thought it would be 

ie to further his theatrical training. In 
4s he attended the Conservatoire and 
i -ember for some time of the «Konink!ij- 
^mse Schouwburg», in Antwerp he per- 
at the «Jeugdteater» and he was one 
*Irst students accepted for the «Studio» 
«Nationaal Toneel» (see above), 
actor he took part in several tours in 
Afterwards he spent some time in 
avia and in Czechoslovakia. He visited 
on a study tour, and worked for three 
as an assistant in the Drama Depart- 
ure University of Denver. By means of 
scholarship, he stayed two months in 



Britain, where he spent most of his time at 
Stratford-on-Avon which, as everyone knows, 
is Shakespeare country. He spent some time in 
South Africa, where he staged several piays. 
He returned to Europe via Ghana, where he 
married the daughter of a tribal chief. 
Brulin has also visited many other countries, 
sometimes only to attend the first night of one 
of his plays. 

Although Brulin has mainly had an actor's 
training, he is not particularly gifted in this 
field. He moved backstage, and then began 
writing for the theatre. He has also directed 
programmes for the Dutch-language television 
service in Belgium. 

Most of his works were so bold and exper- 
imental that it was virtually impossible to stage 
them. They were published either in periodic- 
als or in book form. Recognition came in 
1953, at the time of the opening of the «Neder- 
lands KamertoneeU, of which he was one of 
the founder members. For its first performance, 
this company staged five of Brulin's one act 
plays, with the author himself as director and 
as a member of the cast. 
These five playlets illustrated the manifold 
facets of his talent, for they ranged from the 
tragic to the comic and even to the absurd, 
and also included a venture into the sub- 
conscious. 

His debut in the official theatre took place in 
1955 and 1956, but even before then his one 
act plays had been included in special pro- 
grammes. «Nu hei dorp niet meer bestaat* 
(Now that the village no longer exists) is his 
first full-lenhgt play. The subject is based on 
an inspiration that came to him when visiting 
Czechoslovakia. 
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«Potopot» by Tone Brulin. 






z ay, which was written in 1949, appeared 
oume containing traditional works toge- 
:h others representing the «theatre of 
Lrsurd». «Nu het dorp niet meer bestaat» 
with the tragic fate of the small village of 
in Czechoslovakia which, like the 
" village of Oradour-sur-Glane, was razed 
E r-ound, in retaliation for the assassina- 
I tfie German Governor-General Heydrich. 
"5 liberation, the German major who 
sd the massacre takes refuge in a neigh- 
castle, while the Communist resistance 
who shot the Governor-General returns 
PS s :e of the ruined village. The dramatic 
| created by the confrontation between 
o antagonists is not depicted logically 
" but is nevertheless highly charged with 

*f: dorp niet meer bestaat» is not a play 

sommitted to either the right or the left 

» concerned solely with the problem of 

-stice. 
: =.; succeeded another, and Tone Brulin 
:r apply the practice that was already 
: -ssd abroad, of making each performan- 
i re: : sive test for the play. In some cases 
co-ged the author to rewrite or alter the 
"one Brulin's works have not all been 
ec == yet, either in Belgium or abroad : this 
" = a- ays the playwright's fault, and is due 
• -'" to the indifference of theatre mana- 
ge Brulin who, as already mentioned, 
fce habit of rewriting plays even after they 
a -aady been staged, wrote a play for 
: = =: -.g called «Pas op, Mijnheer Lipman 
Ia r eful, Mr. Lipman is coming). He 
s^.eral versions of it, as well as an 



adaptation for television. Later «Pas op, Mijn- 
heer Lipman komt» became a stage play which 
the «Nationaal Toneel» performed with the 
author himself as director. 
The plot of this play, in which there are only 
three characters, is too complex to be related 
here. It is a psychological drama invoking sev- 
eral themes : the individual's fight against 
repression, anxiety (the whole work is set in an 
anguished atmosphere), love, and the fascin- 
ation of chance meetings, marital fidelity and 
the haphazard nature of relationships that may 
threaten a couple's happiness. The author des- 
cribes it as a tragedy of cowardice. It differs 
from traditional Flemish works in both form 
and content, and it displays none of the usual 
characteristics. 

«Pas op, Mijnheer Lipman komt» was a valua- 
ble contribution to Belgian dramatic literature 
in Dutch, and it was awarded the Triennial Sta- 
te Prize for the Theatre. 

«Pas op, Mijnheer Lipman komt» foreshadow- 
ed Tone Brulin's subsequent concern with 
the problems of racial discrimination. He had 
lived in the Congo and in South Africa, and 
later wrote several plays drawn from his exper- 
iences there : «Potopot» and «Schildknaap 
van een Vechtjas» (Attendant to violence), a 
less accomplished work. Both were first per- 
formed by the «Nederlands Kamertoneel» and 
deal with the relations between whites and 
negroes. Before writing «De Honden» (The 
dogs), his most impassioned work about race 
relationships, based on an event that actually 
happened in South Africa, he found time to 
concoct a thriller-in-reverse «Nonkel en de Ju- 
ke-box* (Uncle and the juke-box). Although 
«De Honden» was an earlier work than «Poto- 
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pot» and «SchiIdknaap van een Vechtjas», it 
was not staged until 1961, by the «Nationaai 
Toneel». 

Tone Brulin, who does not revere art for art's 
sake, believes that the playwright's craft is 
closer to that of the reporter than of the resear- 
cher or inventor. 

Both its characters and its theme make «De 
Honden» into a strikingly realistic piece of re- 
porting. A police inspector and his assistant 
are instructed by the South African authorities 
to investigate the mysterious disappearance of 
several coloured men who had been sentenced 
to forced labour in an agricultural settlement. 
The investigation leads to a number of highly 
disturbing revelations, with racial factors in 
the foreground. Although Brulin has couched 
his play mainly in the form of a thriller, he also 
provides a penetrating analysis of the relation- 
ship between a father and his children — two 
sons and a daughter. Equally penetrating is his 
rendering of the anachronistic concept of 
paternal authority and the education of young 
people, making an old peasant character into 
a real potentate. 

«De Honden» aroused political repercussions 
— at the diplomatic level to be more precise. 
These however did not prevent the play 
being performed again repeatedly abroad, 
for the message which it contains is valid in 
other countries too. Brulin afterwards dropped 
the racial theme and reverted to experimental 
works. Expressionism too temped him anew, 
and he wrote an appealing satire «ln Aanwe- 
zigheid van de Minister. ..» (In the presence of 
the Minister...). So far however, none of his 
later plays have attained the level of the three 
analysed above. His latest offering «Haasje- 



over in West-Berlijn» (Leap-frog in West Be-j 

was staged by the author himself at the r| 

tionaal Toneel», but it aroused little inta 

because it was too obscure and hastily cor: 

ed. 

Tone Brulin has not yet revealed the full rr:= 

ure of his talent. 
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"= word freedom** 
Herwig Hensen. 




HERWIG HENSEN 



Herwig Hensen, born in 1917, is a unique case 
in Flemish drama and literature. His case is 
unique not only because of his scientific back- 
ground (he was a teacher of mathematics) 
combined with the fact that he is a good poet, 
but also because he has written some of the 
best constructed, though highly cerebral plays 
of the Flemish theatre. Even so he is not suf- 
ficiently appreciated, if of course appreciation 
is to be gauged by the number of times 
his already considerable volume of works 
has been performed. For a long time Her- 
wig Hensen locked himself up in an ivory 
tower, refused all publicity and never sub- 
mitted any plays to theatrical managements. 
It is his contention that it is the manager's role 
to look out interesting works, and that all he 
need do is make sure his plays are published. 
Herwig Hensen began by writing poetry. His 
first volume appeared in 1936, it was soon fol- 
lowed by others, and in 1940 he won the Trien- 
nial State Prize for Poetry. «Antonio», his first 
play, had its maiden performance at the official 
theatre in Ghent. «Antonio» was the prelude 
to a series of works including «Lady Godiva», 
«Don Juan», «Koningin Christina* (Queen 
Christina), «Polukrates» (Polycrates), «A!kestis» 
(Alcestis), «Agamemnoon» (Agamemnon), 
«Hanni&ah> and «De andere Jehanne» (The 
other jehanne). This list is by no means ex- 
haustive, and some of his plays have never 
been staged as yet. Ghent was the first to dis- 
cover him, so far his work has only been shown 
once in Brussels, and finally it was with Ant- 
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werp audiences that Hensen found the rtj 
favour. The value of his work is such, howe^ 
as to merit far greater acclaim. The «Natio-^ 
Toneel» of Antwerp has performed some o* j 
plays, and his «Agamemnoon» has been stsg^ 
several times by the drama students at j 
«Studio». 

As their titles show, all these works are of , 
rely classical form and deal with histo'^pm 
events which the author uses to illustrate e 
philosophy. At the beginning, carnal love , 
the principal theme. In later plays this 
replaced by the concept of death as a rele^, 
which strong characters accept as an offeJ 
symbolizing their revolt against tradition 
the conventions. 

Herwig Hensen has a profound admiratior J 
Shakespeare, and it is possible to detect, 
his works an echo of the famous English plj 
wright's style and construction. Hensen's :> 
losophy however is derived from Nietzsche. 
In 1948, he won the Triennal State Prize for I 
Theatre. Three years ago, he resigned his :* 
as a teacher of mathematics in order to lecq 
on dramatic art at the «Rijkshoger Instituut 
Toneel en Cultuurspreiding» (Higher Nat 
Institute for Theatrical Art and Culture). 
The writer, who uses historical themes to 
ject contemporary problems and modern 
iosophica! concepts, has also written 
with a topical social message. In «Het Vft 
Vrijheid» (The word freedom) he shows 
man can be caught up in the wheels of -gJ 
lution and that from that time onwards no M 
is free : individual liberty is dead. In cr-al 
his rare realist plays, «Morgen kan net te I 
zijn» (Tomorrow may be too late) he ; 
veys the same message, although it is prefl 
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«The late Alexander* 
by Staf Knop. 




METER DE PR5&S 



Some writers from the Dutch-language area of 
Belgium have had their works performed both 
at home and abroad, even though they have 
not yet been shown in any of the three official 
Flemish theatres. This is no fault of theirs. 
Among this small group, Pieter De Prins, born 
in 1926, is a particularly striking case in point. 
While working as a young journalist, De Prins 
began writing poetry and won several official 
awards. He began writing for the theatre to- 
wards the year 1954, resorting for some time to 
the collaboration of an accomplished actor, 
Oscar Ferket, who was well versed in theatric- 
al techniques. Some seven or eight plays 
emerged in this way, and several of them won 
acclaim in Holland. 

Next Pieter De Prins wrote one-act plays which 
apparently were better liked abroad than in 
Belgium. In particular we should quote «De 
Stoel» (The chair) and «De Gieren» (Vultures), 
which have won various awards and a French 
translation of which has appeared in «L'Avant- 
Scene», a theatrical review published in Paris. 
«Dq Stoel» has been performed in France, whi- 
le «De Gieren» has been performed in French 
in a Brussels pocket theatre and, in its origin- 
al Dutch-language version, was later included 
in the repertoire of the Antwerp «Fakkelteater». 
«De Gieren» had also been shown on Flemish 
television and in Chile, in Italy and, repeated- 
ly, in Holland. Other works by Pieter De Prins 
have also been translated into several langua- 
ges and have aroused interest in foreign coun- 
tries. 



«Andreas Vesalius», his most recent pl=cS 
based on the life of this famous Flemish cb 
of the Renaissance period, who fatherec 
science of anatomy. «Andreas Vesalius» h 
successful first performance by the «Vi= 
Centrum voor Nederlandstalige Dramatic. 
(Flemish Drama Centre), which was foiH 
by the Association of Flemish Playwrighi 
promote the performance of original y.1 
written in the Dutch language. 



Frans Cools, born in 1923, is an interesting 
ter who produced some ten plays in = 
short time. He prefers to write thrillers ar 
this reason perhaps, has become one : 
Flemish writers whose works have beer 
frequently performed recently. Howeve 
latest work «Diagnose genezen» (Diagncs= 
re), which earned him an official prize, 
a thriller but a marital drama. It has bee- i 
formed by the «Koninklijke Vlaamse Sc- 
burg» in Brussels. Frans Cools is a write - 
a future. 



• 
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OTHER WAIVES 



THE FUTURE 



mature 

founfl 

'right? - 

3' WO J 



ve; 
/ f o 

trs 

h 

CI 

nc 
e - - 



- - : sywrights, who have had one or more 
performed by the «Nationaal Toneel» or 
:-*=- companies, have not written anything 
IB theatre since, or have for professional 
:-s turned in other directions. This has 
-e case with Johan DA1SNE, Marcel 
.E Liane BRUYLANTS, Andries POPPE, 
VAN ROEY, Jan VAN DEN BRANDE, 
tan DEUREN, Valeer VAN KERCKHOVEN 
, de SCHUTTER (who has also devised 
= - rsnious games for the Antwerp « Jeugd- 
They can be mentioned here in their 
Mf of playwrights thanks to the efforts 
- n Mortier who, for seventeen years, 
. r: the «Nationaal Toneel» and gave ma- 
- -=rs their opportunity, 
ter EYSSELINCK, Paul BERKENMAN and 
-^= VAN VREKHEM are all writers of pro- 
; but not yet sufficiently experienced. The 
:•' all three has drawn attention thanks 
- e :erformance of their plays by the small- 
:-janies. «Dq dood van twee Dame$» 
zsath of two ladies) by Georges Van 
-f~ was first shown by the Gent «Neder- 
i "oneel Gent* during its 1967-68 season, 
— s author has since then become this 
- : =- : s theatrical adviser. 
ssr.dra* by Walter Eysselinck, was first 
w. by this same company during its 1968- 
■son, but neither play proved convincing. 





In Belgium the style and the structure of dra- 
matic works written in the Dutch language, in- 
fluenced as they are by the cinema, by tele- 
vision and by other modem techniques, have 
evolved to such an extent that they are arous- 
ing ever greater interest in the theatre. Re- 
grettably however, dramatic art still appeals 
almost solely to the intellectuals and the group 
that might be called semi-intellectual. The po- 
pular mass is not yet sufficiently attracted by 

the theatre. 

Since 1945 the Dutch-language theatre in Bel- 
gium has relinquished its traditions and con- 
stant factors, both as regards acting methods 
and the actual literature. The Flemish theatre 
has made its contribution to the international 
theatrical evolution. 

The indications are that, if the State accepts its 
responsibility, the Flemish theatre, the theatre 
in that part of the country which used to be 
called Flanders, will be able to fill an enviable 
place in the world's dramatic literature. 
In 1839 it was said of Hendrik Ibsen that «this 
man is dominating the world thanks to Norwe- 
gian, the language of a small country*. It is our 
hope and wish that one day the same may be 
said of the Dutch language. That is what the 
future will show. 

Paul VAN MORCKHOVEN. 
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PAUL VAN MORCKHOVEN, who was born in 
1910, first embarked on a career in teaching 
and then switched to journalism. In 1930 he 
founded an itinerant theatrical company that 
performed avant-garde plays. He is now the 
chairman of the «Vereniging van Vlaamse To- 
neeiauteurs» (Association of Flemish Play- 
wrights), and he is the theatre critic for the 
newspaper «De Standaard» and for various 
Belgian and Dutch periodicals. 
His best known works include the following : 
«Amor spant zijn boog» (Love tenses its bow) 
a comedy. 

«Draaimolen» (Carrousel), a one-act play. 
«Karel van Denemarken» (Charles of Denmark), 
an historic drama. 

«Het Buitenkansje» (The windfall), a comedy. 
«Bartholomeusnacht» (St. Bartholomew's night), 
a one-act play. 

In addition, Paul Van Morckhoven is an excel- 
lent translator. He has translated works by 
Berthold Brecht, including «Mutter Courage* 
(Mother Courage), by Wittinger, «Zwei Links, 
Zwei Rechts» (Two left, two right) and by Bloch, 
«De Handen van Eurydike» (The hands of Eury- 
dice). 

«Het Amerikaans Toneel» (The American thea- 
tre) and «De Essentie van de Dramatiek» (The 
foundations of the drama) are his mist signifi- 
cant essays. 
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BURGTHEATER 

IM AKADEMIETHEATER 

Donnerstag, den 5. Dezember 1963 

Bei caifgehobenem Abonnement - Preise III 

Zum ersten Male: 

SCHNEE 

Ein Stuck von Paul Willems 

in vier Akten 
Deutsch von Maria Sommer 



Regie : Rudolf Steinboeck 
Buhnenbilder : Lois Egg 
Kosturoe : Erni Kniepert 
Musik : Paul Angerer 



Anfang 20 Uhr 



Ende nach 22.45 Uhr 



e French-language theatre 



INTRODUCTION... 



.tethe contention that Brussels is merely 
ocst of Paris, plays do appear from time 
'4 .v'nich are devised and written by a Bel- 

*=s the opening paragraph of a survey of 

leigian theatre by Romain Sanvic, which 

: in the Paris «Revue Theatrale» in 

H7. Though brief, it is a highly revealing 

.ice, for it reflects both a sense of fierce 

and an inferiority complex. Brussels, an 

_5t of Paris ? Brussels, a provincial city 

Wed to the capital city of France ? San- 

:nits this yet denies it too. It is this con- 

:- which expresses in a nutshell the 

of Belgium's French-language theatre. 



BRUSSELS PROVINCIAL COMPARED 
3AP.IS ? 



: . enough, the emergence of the Belgian 
eetre in French only dates back to 1940. 

then, Belgium had from a drama point 

[view been regarded as one of the French 

rr^ -,ces. Most of the leading parts in plays 

: med in Brussels and Liege were filled 

i^tors from France. To make a name for 

-e-selves, Belgian actors had to go and work 

= aris. Belgium could pride herself on 



providing the Paris stage with highly gifted 
artists, who used to come back to Belgium 
on tour once they made their name ; but this 
system meant also that they were lost for 
Belgium. Some of the names which come to 
mind in this way are those of Berthe Bovy, 
Fernand Ledoux, Victor Francen, Madeleine 
Ozeray, Raymond Rouleau, Lucienne Lemar- 
chand, Jean Servais, etc... 
The same applied to playwrights. The Belgian 
Wiener became the typically Parisian Francis 
de Croisset who had such a succesful career 
in comedy. Others such as Maurice Maeter- 
linck, or Fernand Crommeiynck, only became 
successful when they had been acclaimed in 

Paris. 

Attempts had been made between the wars to 
create a Belgian school. These attempts were 
undertaken by brave individualists and, at the 
time, they appeared to have ended in failure. 
Yet it was this which lay at the root of the pre- 
sent development of the Belgian theatre. 
Foremost among these pioneers was Jules 
Delacre. 
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THE «RATAILLON» 
V'E «VAUDEVILLE» 



be unfair to claim that, during the 
ferjc days between the wars, Jules De- 
las completely alone in his efforts on 
3f the theatre. 

.vere other companies — most of them 
ved — with similar aims, including Al- 
-spage's «Rataillon». 

•Rataillon», the first pocket theatre in 

;-~i, was formed in 1930. Its first head- 

^~5"s were in the back-room of a cafe in 

iiDular Molenbeek district, but it moved 

±". times. Its creator, director and princi- 

=-tor was, in addition, a poet and play- 

WpL Hence the new company made its de- 

wrth a play by Albert Lepage — Antigone 

Allowed at greater or lesser intervals by 

other plays from the same author. But the 

•illon» also staged plays by other Belgian 

Max Deauville, Roger Avermaete, 

-"•= c'erode, Maurice Tumerelle, Charles Plis- 

Edmond Kinds, etc... One of this enter- 

: ~g company's greatest successes was its 

rrc_ction of «Klng Ubu» in 1938. 

Ik Rataillon still went on performing for a 

I years after the war, and more will be said 

~:~: about Albert Lepage in his capacity as a 

: =/,vright. 

- "jmber of other attempts were made to re- 
Ear the theatre, even by managements which 
"=- always concentrated on plays from Paris : 
e z. the «Theatre du Parc», which presented 
iareral plays by Ghelderode. 



Nor should we omit to mention the efforts of a 
theatre that specialized in the lightest type of 
comedy, the Vaudeville Theatre, where out- 
standingly good actors such as Darman, Gus- 
tave Libeau and Marcel Roels used to perform. 
The Revue which it presented year by year was 
a typically Belgian but highly amusing and of- 
ten quite subtle production. 

This too was the time when Fernand Piette 
began his «Theatre de PEquipe* which is still 
touring the country with first-rate shows intend- 
ed for working class audiences. 
Thus between the wars there flew the swal- 
lows which heralded the spring of the Belgian 
theatre. Unexpected circumstances then help- 
ed this spring to blossom forth. 
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The German authorities banned the play, but it 
continued to be performed under another title, 
«Le Cheval Bayard» (Steed Bayard), ostensibly 
by an unknown writer. 

In 1944 the «Comediens Routiers» also gave the 
first performance of a play that had been writ- 
ten by one of the members : it was «Com- 
pagnons» (Companions) by Maurice Huisman. 



A NEW POLICY FOR THE THEATRE 



First the liberation, then peace. 
The position of the Belgian theatre was exM 
mely promising, yet fraught with danger too j 
the one hand it had gained a following. Burl 
the other hand, the return to normal — 
renewed opportunities for travel, a plethord 
foreign, particularly American films, and f 
return of French actors — might have caii 
it to lose this following. 
In addition, there was too much centralize: 
Except for Brussels, Liege was the only Frei 
language city with a permanent com par 
the «Theatre du Gymnase». Other theatres 
re used for opera or musical comedy, 
straight plays were performed only by the 
ing French companies which were begi- 
to reappear in Belgium. Herein too lay a 
ger. 

Having proved its vitality, the Belgian thaj 
needed help so as not to lose the grou- 
had conquered, to get through a difficult 
and to make further progress. This help 
provided by the State, which introduced s 
cy of theatrical subsidies. 
The first step was to create a National Th^j 
or rather two : one in Dutch, in Antwerp 
one in French, with headquarters in Bra 
We shall only mention the latter. 
The subsidies allocated for this National 
tre were in accordance with the heavy 
which it entailed. But financial help was 
given to the other theatres, providing de- 
ductions were of a clearly cultural level. 
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NATIONAL THEATRE 



asain with the National Theatre. 
"•.his was first established, the manage- 
was entrusted to two brothers, Jacques 
Maurice Huisman, who had formerly run 
■Oomediens Routiers Belges». (1) This de- 
aroused heated debate, because such 
-ortant task had been entrusted to ama- 
•vithout basic professional training. 

-a National Theatre soon attained profes- 
el standards, for it recruted members from 
■arts of the theatre world, and the polemics 
died down. 

its origins however, the National Theatre 
a desire to change the tone of Belgian 
■teal life. Its promotors' aims were to 
zen the spectrum of its audiences, to at- 
rnose who were not in the habit of visit- 
fee theatre. It decided to search these 
fences out. 

:- the start, therefore, the National Theatre 
- functioned as a travelling company. Du- 
: -lost of its existence (twenty-four years 
-:,',') it has consisted of three troupes which 
e—.ate as follows: while one performs in 
tosels, the second is touring the main pro- 
■: a: cities, while the third is playing in small 
• -5 and villages. More than a hundred differ- 
: aces in Belgium have thus been visited, 
r-sr on a regular or an occasional basis, 

• :ne benefit of the lower income groups, 
==3-n tickets were extremely low priced. 
-=, were offered for sale either through local 



representatives or through the welfare depart- 
ments of large firms and government offices 
It may fairly be claimed that the work of the 
National Theatre has borne fruit. New audien- 
ces have been built up and, their taste for the 
theatre having been whetted, they have also 
begun to attend performances by other com- 
panies. As a result, season tickets at reduced 
prices were introduced by other theatres too. 
Soon the Belgian provinces began to enjoy 
ample theatrical coverage for, like the National 
Theatre, other theatres from Brussels and 
Liege were soon in the habit of presenting their 
productions away from home. 
One drawback resulting from this campaign to 
recruit untutored audiences was reflected, du- 
ring the National Theatre's first years, in its 
choice of plays. Being untutored, this new 
range of spectators would not have accepted 
novelties or experiments. Works by avant-gar- 
de writers from abroad or by young Belgian 
playwrights might have deterred them. Hence 
the fairly unadventurous nature of the reper- 
toire (if Shakespeare, Shaw, Giraudoux or 
Claudel may be regarded as «unadventurous»). 
In this particular field, other companies were 
destined to play an important role. 



(1) After a few years, Jacques Huisma n/ emam \ d , a f 
{) the sole director of the National Theatre .Mau- 
rice Huisman has now become the director of 
the National Opera. 
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Beau de Bruxelles» was the first com- 

z undertake this pioneering work As 

li. mentioned, its first performance had 

. =:=d of a young writer's first play : «The 

i of Ephesus» by Georges Sion. It has 

- an fulfilling this early promise. The best 
- sywrights to have emerged in post-war 

i -n have had their work performed first 

s company. Moreover, its director, Claude 

•= has spared no effort to encourage 

=ing talent. After reading a novel by 

.Villems, «Tout est reel ici» (All is real 

i 5 he decided to commission a play from 

suthor, who had never before written for 

Btege The result was «Le ton Vin de M. 

-=» (The good wine of Mr. Nuche). Even 

- unusual, he later commissioned Willems 
-e composer Ralph Darbo to write : 

! -lay suitable for a comedy company in 
-- the music and the songs are not only a 
*=-=xt for the show, but an important exten- 
di the dialogue, and that they should be 
*2 linked to the action. In addition, the show 

- d be pleasing to the eye, and the music 
* ch a kind as to cling to the spectators 

fcmory. And that all those working on the 

sw should enjoy themselves». 
**= result was «Le Marche des petites heu- 

: (Market at dawn), 
be -Rideau de Bruxelles» did not confine its 
- ~--- 3 to prospecting the rising Belgian gene- 
i- -n • it also gave the Belgian public perfor- 



mances of plays by foreign writers whose work 
had never before been given in French — len- 
nessee Williams, Arthur Miller, Christopher 
Fry, etc... 

This work of prospecting the new playwrights 
was soon shared by another company. The 
-Theatre de Poche» (Pocket Theatre), formed 
in 1951 by Roger Domani, has specialized in 
the avant-garde. The experiments which it has 
undertaken, and which are often bold in the 
extreme, have on occasion proved so success- 
ful as to swell to amazing proportions its 
usually restricted audience of students and 
intellectuals. Most surprising of a. I perhaps 
it has been doing this deserving but hazardous 
work for over fifteen years. 
In the years immediately after the war, the re- 
gular theatres such as the «Galenes», the 
«Parc», the -Theatre Moliere» in Brussels and 
the «Theatre du Gymnase» in Liege had all 
taken afar more conventional line. They devo- 
ted their talents to plays that had proved suc- 
cessful in Paris. But gradually they made more 
and more exceptions to this rule, and here too 
bolder ventures were undertaken from time to 
time. 

Lastly the «Gymnase» Theatre in Liege has in 
the past few years given a chance to many 
young Belgian writers, whose works have been 
included in the season's programme and care- 
fully staged. 
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- ; .o a framework that is already firmly 
feshed. Perhaps we are on the threshold 
nether revolution, but is is difficult to fore- 
-^re it will come from... 

there is still room for improvement. 
: ;ces have become larger, but they are 
::nfined to the upper and petty bcur- 
e. office workers, students and intellec- 

The working ciass still knows little or 
- g about the theatre : the sole exceptions 

a few attempts made by the National 
r 3 _ theatrical weeks at La Louviere, 

and Huy in 1968 and 1969, and the an- 

5pa Festival — together with the pene- 

in depth undertaken during the past 

years by that brave roving company, Fer- 

Piette's «Theatre de l'Equipe». 



THE ACTOR'S STATUS 



As we have seen, the Belgian theatre is not 
doing badly, but what about the actors ? 

In the past twenty years, they too have acquir- 
ed a new dignity. Gone are the days when Pa- 
ris was their only hope, when a career in Bel- 
gium meant a lifetime in obscurity. Some of 
course do still go to seek their fortune on the 
banks of the Seine. In this way Belgium has 
lost to the French theatre actors such as Ray- 
mond Gerome, Jean-Jacques, Pierre Michael, 
Francoise Giret, etc., and directors such as 
the late Stephane Ariel or Pierre Debauche. 
But these cases have by now become the ex- 
ception rather than the rule. 

In the first place, an actor now finds better 
training facilities in Belgium. In addition to the 
Academies of Dramatic Art, special colleges 
have been established for the benefit of young 
actors and directors : the «lnstitut National 
Superieur des Arts du Spectacle" (INSAS - 
Higher National Institute for the Performing 
arts) and the «lnstitut des Arts de Diffusion" 
(IAD - Institute for the Disseminating arts). 
True, an actor's first steps are not always 
easy, but this is the case in other professions 
too. 

In Belgium nowadays a capable actor can work 
and earn a good living. But in this case «work» 
is the operative word, for to make a living he 
has to function almost non-stop. There are 
far more theatres than before, and there are 
worth-while openings too in radio, television 
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PREFERENCE SYSTEi 



leady explained, there is less and less 
- the image of Brussels as an outpost of 
Except on one point and this is one that 
for explanation. 

-after was put very concisely by Georges 
;n an article which he wrote for the 
1960 issue of the quarterly -Theatre 
e monde» : 
-embers of the French-speaking commu- 
te suffer from a form of centralization that 
:_ d not in fact affect us. Owing to a per- 
iegal system of preference covering «the 
-:n language countries*, most of the -new 
* staged in Paris are not available to us 
" much later. This means that we cannot 
• | them in our theatres while they are still 
We have to wait until their success 
=aris has been exhausted, and often also 
a touring French company has used the 
rerence while performing in Belgium cities. 
= <now that Port Royal or L'Hurluberlu (The 
-er-brain) are being performed in Berlin, 
- or Helsinki at a time when Belgian thea- 
« because they are French-speaking have 
^orgo the opportunity. We can see these 
r. same plays, in Brussels or Antwerp, in 
_:ch-language theatres, because these are 
-slated versions ! Three or four years later, 
-- me very last among all those who want to 
'-.duce living plays, we are finally allowed to 
link of ^reviving » them...» 
-5S- barriers which hinder the Belgian theatre 
: ver not only original French plays. They also 



cover many foreign plays which are first per- 
formed, or which it is proposed to pramm nn 
French, on the banks of the Seine, even if they 
are relatively old plays. 

There is no need to stress how deplorable a 
position this is. We shall see however that be- 
sides these major drawbacks, the system does 
provide one minor advantage... 



PARIS, AN OUTPOST OF BRUSSELS 



it has almost become a truism to say that Bel- 
gium is a crossroads, that it is a country whe- 
re several cultures meet, 
in addition to the Dutch culture, with which 
they are in constant touch through ihe inter 
mediary of their Flemish countrymen French- 
speaking Belgians are influenced not only by 
the F ench culture, but also by the English 
(and hence also the American) and Germanic 
cultures. 

We understand our northern wW**"**"! 
than the French can. We feel more concerned 
than they do by what is happening in Great 
Britain, the U.S.A., Germany, Central and 
Eastern Europe. 

In the theatre, this inquiring bent = **«"«* 
conducive to direct advantages. In the matter 
of foreign plays, Belgian theatres have to keep 
ahead of Paris, and stage the latest produc 
tions from London, New York, Munich o Bra 
tislava before the French. Otherwise it IS too 
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- = nostrils quiver in response tc , aroma s that 
„ve even more attracts as JW^ 
r-sted by the sulphur vapours of Hell, t>y 
: _:-escence of Death. 



-HIRST IN DE 



W* of the se-es -d°f^ d jr;js. 

y— — ^ — 5 •»« ■= 

-ost important moment, the moK ^ 

: . a matic and ^so "lost charactens t . 

-ne would doubtless select the _ na the 

5Cene ln "Barabbas., when ^s tortU anQther 
bandit and his two henchmen w prays 

comer, Jesus, P r °f ta ! e ' T nlavs his carnal. 
Thirst ! His sulphur-flavou^ ptayft sorapes 
biting and convulsed w*"«^ , nated 

the throat and burns * ** » , ing , 
entirely by Thirst One m, 9 hteven a J r ^ g 

in so far as Thirst is i a „ Barab bas» ; 

privation. A long.ng fof wine m b for 

f or goid in p <Mag e B° - (^^ ^ 
justice m «Pantagieize , TSn6b reux». 

liberating orgasm 1 1 .Lb ^arce a my 

(The farce of the hypocrites) , ror v 



<„,• oc ranp in «Christophe Co- 
in «Don Juan» ; for escape in Q 
, ornb „ (Christophe^ Co,umbus) eur paust>> ^ 

conscience in «UMort ou u ^ 

Death of Doctor Faustus lJ«W» and 
to enjoy life, to drink to forget 

Hell. Lust, (W.*** r ' ot 't„e mask 

deadly sins lead the dance 

unleashed by Jerome Bosch from 

This thirst in de Ghelderode's view, is an 

SWS of the human »» ^ 

It is a constant torture , a n h 1c , , ts 

The artist's duty is to ^"on In «t'£co/e dee 
evety S r,ma--d contortion. ^ ^^ 

rcCl'olartells his pupils: 

, hp ep Cr et of our art, of 

The answer is CRb-bL i • 
mevitably, this thirst leads to Death. 



"T -* - «M/©/?eJ de Ghelderode, drama- 

< 1 >r a n er°paysdtp C arVa»,(te49,. 
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--: st used to be a well-known art critic, 

":.v he is driving a tram. Frank seduces 

"hen, though sheer desperation, in order 

- .. a love of which he does not feel worthy, 

■aits to pass the girl on to his friend Kro- 

3 ssy flees, half-naked, into the snow. She 

r~ ^ght back and catches pneumonia, which 

c=: kills her. 

ly after this exploit Frank is arrested. 

•:-gh he had not realized it, his black mar- 

cerations had brought him into contact 

nemebers of the resistance. The interro- 

:*s want him to denounce them. He is im- 

::ned in a school that has been turned into 

• ;=ol, and from which hostages are taken 

morning to be shot. From the classroom 

••mch he is locked up, he can see a window 

■"s distance, with clothes drying, a cot and 

amp, people who are living, as well as they 

who are still trying to live. He only wants 

: die. 

~::ing to break down his resistance, the em- 

nered old official who is his interrogator 

a ows him to see Mr. Hoist and Sissy, whose 

•*alth is at last on the mend. Sissy tells Frank : 

— I came to tell you that I love you. 
*nd Mr. Hoist adds : 

— Even when there is no war, the job of being 
a man is always difficult... It is always diffi- 
cult, and not everyone succeeds. 

•Vhen they are gone, Frank realizes what this 
~ieeting means for him : that he has been for- 
given, that he is loved. 



With Simenon, we have moved into the realm of 
Belgian playwrights who live abroad, those 
whose capital is no longer Brussels or Liege, 
but Paris. Yet how Belgian they remain, if on- 
ly through their quest for the absolute ! 

Of this group, four more names should be men- 
tioned : Claude Spaak, Denis Marion, Jose- 
Andre Lacour, Feiicien Marceau. 
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CLAUDE SPAAK 



Claude Spaak was born in Brussels in 1904. 

His father was the playwright Paul Spaak (1870- 
1936) — the author of «Kaatje», of «Malgre 
ceux qui tombent» (In spite of those who fall), 
of some excellent adaptations of Shakespeare, 
etc., and who was also the director of the 
Royal Monnaie Theatre. Paul Spaak's sons 
made outstanding careers in very different 
fields : Paul-Henri in politics, Charles as a wri- 
ter for the screen (1) and Claude as a play- 
wright, like his father. 

Having worked first in the plastic arts depart- 
ment at the «Pa!ais des Beaux Arts», he then 
moved to Paris, where his first play was per- 
formed. «L'Auberge des apparences» (The inn 
of pretences) was presented by Marcel Her- 
rand at the «Comedie des Champs-Elysees» 
during the 1937 Exhibition (the performances 
were disturbed at 10 every night by the fire- 
works display). Since then, his plays have been 
performed constantly on the Paris and Brus- 
sels stage. The titles are as follows : 

In productions by Marcel Herrand : «L'Ecole de 
la medisance* (School for scandal) after She- 
ridan (1940) and «Primavera» (1946). At the 
Belgian National Theatre : «Rossignols de Cas- 
tile» (Nightingales from Castile) and «La Rose 
des Vents» (The wind rose) in 1953. At the 
«Vieux-Colombier» : «L'Absent» (The absent 
one) and «L'Heure sortnera» (The hour will stri- 
ke) in 1950, «Le Pain blanc» (White bread) in 
1957 and «Soleil de Minuit» (The midnight sun) 
in 1959. Lastly, at the «Athenee», in 1962 : 



«Trois fois le jour ou Le Onzieme Commas 
ment» (Three times daily, or the eleventh c 
mandment). 

Radio and televison in France, Belgium 
other countries have also presented 
following : 

«Carmagnola» ; «Le Pont des Soupirs ( 
bridge of sighs) ; «Printemps en octol 
(Spring in October) ; «Le Temps des adie 
(A time for farewells) ; «Dans un miroir» 
the looking-glass), etc... 

Spaak is a highly fertile writer, whose wor 
often very successful. A very varied writer 
and rightly ambitious. 
He can write an attractive comedy in the n 
ner of the Spanish Golden Century, like «/ 
signols de Castil!e». He can depict the strut 
of a young woman against the memory of 
dead husband, as in «L'Absent». In a tec 
cally accomplished play like «L& Rose 
Vents» he can describe all the facets, e 1 
possible aspect of a great love, showing e 1 
tender and cruel truth which it involves. 

But above all, Claude Spaak is fascinatec 
the problems that confront present-day ma 



(1) He adapted one of his films as a very pies 
comedy, «Premier Bal» (First Ball), which 
shown at the «Theatre des Galeries» in 194i 
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-vre» in 1950, and «Le temps nous a» 
■s got us) which won the Enghien Prize 
natic Literature in 1952. 

sdy «0, mes aieux !» (O, my forefathers), 
"5d at the «CEuvre» in 1953, was not so 
-:sived. 

^me «L'annee du Bac» (The sixth-form- 
~ich has been acclaimed all over the 
and which in 1958 had simultaneous 
fes at the Belgian National Theatre 
=d by Jacques Huisman) and at the 
•=- Edouard Vll» in Paris (directed by 
: :bert). 



NEE DU BAC», 
: THE PANGS OF YOUTH 



?se du Bac», (literally, the year of the 

i aureat), when it appeared in 1958, he- 

fceo the youth explosion, a phenomenon to 

left ten years afterwards we are slowly be- 

" - g accustomed and which we can obser- 

:n our own eyes as it evolves and assu- 

Es different forms. 

te slot involves several families who all live 

~e same area of a provincial town. There is 

"srrenoire family, which could be regarded 

i model of its kind, for Mr. and Mrs. 






Terrenoire understand their son, Mic. Listen 
as Father Terrenoire speaks to his wife : 

— You know, even if we of our generation try 
to be pally with the young ones, for them 
we must be part of the Museum of Anti- 
quity. I don't wear stiff collars and you can 
dance the cha-cha-cha better than a col- 
lege girl, but we are still classified as 
parents — another world — the far slope 
of life. 

This puts the problems squarely. 

Mic is lucky, luckier than other boys of his 
generation in the same play. There is Micky, 
a girl who has been left to her own devices 
by her mother, and who takes her revenge by 
doing the strip-tease, free of charge, at the 
parties to which she is invited. Then there is 
Cachou, whose father is a down-trodden 
teacher and whose mother is a deeply embit- 
tered woman. 

But especially there are the children of the 
retired general Guiraud-Gobit, Jacques and 
Evelyne. A real hero, a general ! To make he- 
roes of his children too, he gives them a tough, 
military upbringing. Until the day it comes out 
that, in 1940, the general behaved as a com- 
plete coward. 

Jacques Guiraud-Jobit kills himself when he 
learns the truth about his father. Mic feels des- 
perate over the death of his friend ; he too has 
lost some of his illusions about his father. But 
Evelyne tells him : 

— Good heavens, Mic, seeing the qualities you 
expect of fathers, I wonder which of you 
would be worthy of becoming one... 
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In a way, this is the moral of the play. «L'An- 
nee du Bac» — the sixth form year — is shown 
to be a period of initiation, a time when young 
people — through some minor and other 
major dramas, and not without some suffering 
— learn to become adults. 

Lacour's next play, «Mascarin» (Fontaine Thea- 
tre, Paris, 1959) did not have such a good re- 
ception, yet it is a lusty comedy, with over- 
tones of Moliere, relating the extravagant ca- 
reer of a healer. 

No other plays by Jose-Andre Lacour have 
been produced since then — except some 
excellent adaptations. It is to be hoped that 
more is to come : this top-class writer still 
inspires great expectations. 



FEUCSEN MARCEAU AND «L'(EUF 



In the early days of his career, Felici 
ceau (born at Cortenberg in 1913) was 
Louis Carette. Under this name he p i 
essays and novels (including «Le P±: 
complication* — The sin of complicat':- 
1942), worked as a journalist and bro=: 

In 1944 he moved to Paris and assifi 
name by which he is known today. 

He then produced some excellent 
«Capri, petite ile» (Capri, a smal 
«8ergere legere» (The frivolous Bergen 
ly), «Les elans du cceur» (The impulses i 
heart) ; essays such as the fascinating -£i 
et son monde» (Balzac and his world). --, 
began writing for the theatre. 

His first play, «Caterina» (Atelier Thes:- 
ris, 1954) brought its author not only s_: 
but the Pelman Prize for the Theatre =: 
Two years later «L'CEuf» (The egg) had 
performance in the same theatre, with ths 
director, Andre Barsacq. Gabriel Marcs- 
te of this premiere that «27 December 19H 
be regarded as one of the salient dates : 
French contemporary theatre*. 

Why ? What was there in «L'CEuf» which e 
this remark from a leading critic and 
kept it on the Paris billboards for mc: 
two years ? 

Form, in the first place. Marceau based 
play on one of his novels, «Chair e: 
(Flesh and skin). And as the central ch; 
in the novel spoke in the first person s • 
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:hristopher columbus 

:r THE LEADER'S SOLITUDE 



n an interview which he granted when his 
-Christopher Columbus* was revived in 1966, 
Charles Bertin said the play was about the 
drama of solitude in the life of a leader. And 
*ie added : 

=!n his growing solitude, Columbus is the prey 
to three temptations that could be his undoing. 
Material temptation : the sailors are afraid and 
mutiny threatens. Spiritual temptation : the 
ship's chaplain, a typical man of the Middle 
Ages, is opposed to Columbus whom he brands 
as an experimenter. Sentimental temptation : 
Columbus's second-in-command, whom he 
would like to make his successor, abandons 
him. And when, finally, with America in sight, 
Columbus triumphs, he finds himself in total 
solitude. He has nothing left to lose*. 
Originally the play was written for broadcast- 
ing and, in this form, it was awarded the 
Italia Prize for 1953 and was translated into 
seven languages. It was first staged by the 
National Theatre, on 1 September 1958, in the 
large auditorium at the Brussels World's Fair. 

The whole of the action takes place on board 
the Santa-Maria, either in the captain's cabin, 
or on deck, where the sailors tell of their 
growing anxiety. 

At the end of the play, with a new continent 
in sight at last, Columbus becomes aware of 
his greatness, but also of his utter solitude : 



— At this moment that God has given me, I 
want to be alone ! Alone as I always have 
been... Facing Columbus the deprived, 
Columbus the flouted, Columbus the batter- 
ed, Columbus the madman, there is now 
Columbus the man of God I 



THE JESTER 

A GRANDSON OF CALIGULA 



Mention should also be made of other, earlier 
works by Charles Bertin. 
«Colombe et le jeune homme» (Colombe and 
the young man), first performed at the «Thea- 
tre du Parc» in Brussels in 1949, is light enter- 
tainment in the manner of Anouilh's «rose- 
coloured plays». 

On the other hand «Les Foiies Bergere* (Ri- 
deau de Bruxelles, 1950) is, despite its mis- 
leading title, a highly dramatic play. It id the 
history of the Bergere family which is ravaged 
by the philandering of the head of the family, 
a sort of bourgeois Don Juan. 
In 1963 the «Rideau de Bruxelles» presented a 
freely adapted version of «L'Oiseau Vert» (The 
Green bird) by Carlo Gozzi. In a light-hearted 
vein that was clearly shared by the actors, 
Charles Bertin succeeded here in recreating 
the magic and colour of the Commed.a 
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i there is the phantom of the young man 

died'ong ago%n the eve ol -his we rid. ng 

the sonorous fountain and lovers or 

se ; and midday partridge soup as well as 

light carp soup... 

March* des psf/tes heu/w» (Market * 
m - Rideau, 1966): a phony slum area 
^nted by rich M. Salaf (not to be confused 
Salad i II for the benefit of those travelling 
1 fhe True Universe Agency ; the flea ma - 
,Vat Jlis polished pebbles, smoKeless eg* 
--tes, feathers, foolish songs, fates awp 
.bbles and other similar marvels Tobago 
£*» the conjurer, who is wanteo by po.ioe 

j- „ rtncrt intP Annie 1 «appl© vapours», « 
and the too distinguished Mr. Fetch *e love 

are s.:-H^; - 

cheques that bounce ; etc... e.c... etc... 

.Off ef /a /una* (Off and the moon - National 

Theatre ! 1955) : all we need do here ,s quote 

the prayer of the dog Off : 

— Saint Medor and saint Azor, 

Pray for me. 

Let the moon be overcast. 

Let no one die, 

So that I need not howl. 

Let them neither sell nor beat me. 

Let me have sides less lean, 

So that I need not howl. 

Let me not be run over 



(Very softly) 

^ en :rtne'nTa« a detached manner. 
And then if you want to please me, give 
«te'r the'idea that he should buy me a 
little tartan coat. It's very smart. 



WARNA OB THE WEIGHT OF THi 



svo r onr y rrtrp^w, emS has 

written. 

As the author himself explains : 

. I heard an echo of the past when I learned 

m orate some ancient fam.na When 

It seems that in those days packs of tarnisneu 
dogs came to attack the villages and that 
^e ar eas became entirely depopulated. 
Am"d thfsanarchy, I visualise a castle protect- 
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